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In the past decade, this journal has published many articles describing programs that train physicians and medical students in wilderness medicine, and 8 of them are cited by the authors of the present article. Europe and Great Britain have well-established programs leading to diplomas in mountain medicine, which qualify physicians for professional roles in expeditions or mountain rescue. Although there is not yet any equivalent accreditation in the United States, several medical schools now offer wilderness medicine electives that have proved to be so popular that they will probably be adopted by many other schools.
Australia, however, has a need for physicians with training in wilderness medicine in many remote areas, as well as for wilderness expeditions, because of the variety of environmental hazards and stresses. Although few parts of the United States present so many environmental challenges, the increasing popularity of wilderness activities and the breakdown of services in major disasters both suggest the need for some training in wilderness medicine, even for urban physicians.
For example, the disaster in New Orleans forced medical personnel in the overwhelmed hospitals and emergency stations to improvise, and paramedics with wilderness experience often had to take the lead in order to provide effective care with very limited resources. Another problem is that physicians may misdiagnose unfamiliar problems that patients bring back from outdoor activities. For example, this author has had several students who came to class (in California) with clear signs and symptoms of Lyme disease that their physicians did not recognize.
As electives in wilderness medicine become more common, the discipline should increasingly be recognized as an essential branch of medicine in which all physicians should have some training. Not only may they see problems that patients bring back from the wilderness, but in a major disaster, the wilderness will come to them.
